1. Introduction {#sec1}
===============

Metabolic syndrome (MetS) is a clustering of metabolic abnormalities characterized by obesity, hypertension, dyslipidemia, and glucose intolerance that appear to increase the risk of diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and overall mortality \[[@B1], [@B2]\]. Chronic inflammation, oxidative stress, and insulin resistance have been implicated in the underlying pathogenesis \[[@B3], [@B4]\].

Bilirubin is a product of heme metabolism that may have potent antioxidative property by suppressing oxidization of lipids and lipoprotein \[[@B5], [@B6]\]. It has also been reported that serum bilirubin exerts anti-inflammatory properties \[[@B7]\]. In line with these findings, elevated serum bilirubin has been found to be negatively related to the oxidative stress and chronic inflammation-related disease such as cardiovascular disease (CVD) \[[@B8]\] and MetS \[[@B9]--[@B12]\]. Although the previous studies with cross-sectional design showed a negative association between serum bilirubin and MetS \[[@B11]\], the relation between bilirubin and development of MetS is inconsistent in the longitudinal studies \[[@B13], [@B14]\]. For example, the report in 2014 by Lee et al. based on a study of 6205 initially health Korean men reported that serum total bilirubin level was negatively associated with incidence of MetS \[[@B14]\]. However, another report of Japanese men and women in 2013 indicated that the total bilirubin is not a risk factor for MetS \[[@B13]\]. Moreover, previous studies mainly focused on serum total bilirubin (TBil) which is the sum of direct bilirubin (DBil) and indirect bilirubin (IBil) \[[@B14], [@B15]\]. Therefore, it is worthwhile to evaluate the temporal association between TBil, DBil, or IBil and the risk of MetS.

In the present study, we evaluated the prospective association of different circulating forms of bilirubin concentrations, such as total, direct, and indirect, with incident MetS during the 5 years of follow-up period.

2. Methods {#sec2}
==========

The study comprised 1804 Chinese men who had undergone routine health examination at Health Management Center of Shandong Provincial Hospital affiliated to Shandong University China in 2011 and who had returned for follow-up examinations in 2016. Among them, 97 subjects with abnormal liver function (defined as a serum aspartate aminotransferase or alanine aminotransferase \> 100 U/l, or total bilirubin level \> 51.3 *μ*mol/l (3 mg/dl)) \[[@B12], [@B16]\] or self-reported history of liver disease and cancer were excluded from the analysis. In addition, we further excluded 368 subjects with MetS at baseline. Therefore, 1339 subjects with mean age of 45.6 ± 12.7 years (range: 18--85 years) remained.

Information on age, gender, smoking, alcohol consumption, and history of hypertension and diabetes was obtained from self-reported questions at baseline. Drinking habit was defined by frequency at least once a week. Smoking habit was defined by having ≥5 cigarettes per day. Exercise habit was defined by frequency at least 3 times a week. The physical examination comprised blood pressure (BP) and anthropometric measurements, including height, weight, and BMI. BMI was calculated as weight (kg) divided by height (m)^2^. The venous blood was drawn after 12-hour overnight fasting for examining of fasting plasma glucose (FPG), serum bilirubin (TBil, DBil, and IBil), AST, ALT, r-GGT, and lipids including triglyceride (TG), total cholesterol (CH), high-density lipoprotein cholesterol (HDL-C), and low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL-C). Total white cell counts were performed in the hematology laboratory of our hospital. Serum bilirubin concentration were measured using diazonium salt/diazonium ion with blank method with Beckman Coulter TBil/DBil reagents (Beckman Coulter Test Systems Ltd., Suzhou, China) on Beckman AU5831 autoanalyzer (Beckman Coulter, Inc., California, US). Analytical range of the biochemical autoanalyzer is 0.5--171 *μ*mol/L (0.03--10 mg/dl). Fasting HDL-C was measured by direct method with High-Density Lipoprotein Cholesterol Assay kit (Weihaiwei Biotechnology Ltd., Weihai, China). According to the American Heart Association/National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute (AHA/NHLBI) criteria, using BMI for the replacement of waist circumference, the MetS was defined as having any three or more of the following factors: (a) overweight and/or obesity: BMI ≥ 25.0 kg/m^2^; (b) raised FPG: ≥5.6 mmol/L (100 mg/dL), or being previously diagnosed as type 2 diabetes and taking antiglycemic medication; (c) raised BP: ≥130/85 mmHg, or being previously diagnosed as hypertension and taking antihypertensive medication; (d) raised TG: ≥1.7 mmol/L; (e) reduced HDL-C: \<1.03 mmol/L in men \[[@B17]\].

Data analysis was performed by using SPSS 19.0 for Windows. Baseline characteristics data were compared across quartiles of TBil. The distribution of the different variables was examined for normality by the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Categorical variables were expressed in percentages and continuous variables in mean (SD) or median (interquartile range). Covariate distributions across baseline TBil quartiles were compared using chi-square test for categorical variables and ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis test for continuous variables.

Multivariate logistic regression analysis was used to calculate the odds ratios (ORs) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) of incident MetS and individual components of MetS for each bilirubin quartile compared with the lowest quartile, with adjustment for age (continuous), smoking status (yes, no), drinking status (yes, no), and physical activity (yes, no). The CH and LDL-C were treated as continuous variables and included in the final model as previous study \[[@B9]\]. A value of less than 0.05 was deemed statistically significant.

3. Results {#sec3}
==========

The median (interquartile range) of serum TBil, DBil, and IBil was 15.41 (15.12, 15.70), 2.75 (2.7, 0 2.81), and 12.66 (12.41, 12.90) *μ*mol/L, respectively. Baseline data according to the quartiles of TBil are presented in [Table 1](#tab1){ref-type="table"}. Participants with high serum TBil concentrations were more likely to be older and nonsmoker and with regular activities. They have low levels of TG and white blood cell count (all *P* \< 0.05). However, the TBil concentrations have no significant relationship with the incidence rate of MetS (*P* = 0.134).

A total of 117 MetS cases were identified during the 5 years of follow-up. As show in [Table 2](#tab2){ref-type="table"}, the ORs and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for incidence MetS in the second, third, and fourth quartiles versus the first quartile of DBil concentration were 1.00 (0.61--1.63), 0.57 (0.32--1.02), and 0.51 (0.28--0.92) (*P*~trend~ = 0.031), respectively. No significant relationship was observed for TBil (*P*~trend~ = 0.066) or IBil (*P*~trend~ = 0.113). The ORs are adjusted for age, drinking, smoking, physical activity, TG, and LDL-C in the final model.

Previous studies have suggested an association between cigarette smoking and low serum bilirubin \[[@B18]--[@B20]\]. Therefore, the separate analysis by smoking status was performed. The results showed that DBil concentrations were significantly associated with incident of MetS in either nonsmoking ([Table S1](#supplementary-material-1){ref-type="supplementary-material"}) or smoking ([Table S2](#supplementary-material-1){ref-type="supplementary-material"}) subjects.

[Table 3](#tab3){ref-type="table"} shows the adjusted ORs for individual components of MetS according to baseline bilirubin quartile groups during 5-year study period. The incidence of hypertriglyceridemia was negatively correlated with TBil, DBil, and IBil, while the incident of low HDL was negatively correlated with DBil only. The ORs (95% CIs) for incidence hypertriglyceridemia in the second, third, and the fourth quartiles versus the first quartile of TBil, DBil, and IBil concentrations were 0.78 (0.54--1.14), 0.69 (0.47--1.01), 0.57 (0.38--0.84) (*P*~trend~ = 0.033); 0.68 (0.47--0.97), 0.41 (0.28--0.62), 0.48 (0.33--0.42) (*P*~trend~ \< 0.0001) and 0.84 (0.58--1.23), 0.81 (0.55--1.22), 0.59 (0.40--0.87) (*P*~trend~ = 0.045), respectively. The ORs (95% CIs) for incidence low HDL in the second, third, and the fourth quartiles versus the first quartile of DBil concentrations were 1.06 (0.68--1.64), 0.85 (0.54--1.34), and 0.53 (0.33--0.87) (*P*~trend~ = 0.018).

4. Discussion {#sec4}
=============

In the current study, we found that the DBil levels were associated with a decreased risk of incident MetS. In contrast, no significant associations were found with TBil and IBil levels. To our knowledge, this study was the first perspective study to compare the relationship of MetS development with serum bilirubin (TBil, DBil, and IBil). In addition, serum bilirubin (TBil, DBil, and IBil) was inversely associated with the risk of incident hypertriglyceridemia.

Several cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have reported an inverse association between serum TBil and MetS \[[@B10], [@B11], [@B14], [@B21]\]. For example, a recent cross-sectional study involving 12342 adults in Korean suggested that elevated serum TBil was associated with a decreased risk of MetS \[[@B10]\]. The other 4-year retrospective cohort study in 6205 Korean men indicated that high TBil levels were inversely associated with the development of MetS \[[@B14]\]. In contrast, our study and other Japanese cohort study \[[@B13]\] did not find significant association between TBil and MetS. The bilirubin levels might be the main factor contributing to the inconsistent findings. In the Korean population, more than 50% of the individuals had TBil concentrations higher than 1 mg/dl \[[@B14]\], while, in our present study, 75% of the individuals had TBil concentrations lower than 1 mg/dl (17.1 *μ*mol/L). In the Japanese study which reported no protective association \[[@B13]\], the concentrations of TBil (75% of the individuals had TBil concentrations lower than 1 mg/dl) were similar to our study.

In this study, total bilirubin as well as direct and indirect bilirubin was analyzed in relation to MetS. This study indicated that the inverse association of incident MetS was significantly apparent with direct bilirubin. The previous studies have suggested that bilirubin plays a protective role against inflammation and insulin resistance \[[@B22]\]. The inflammatory maker CRP is not routinely measured for heath checking; however, subjects with higher bilirubin including TBil, DBil, and IBil had lower WBC levels in our present study ([Figure 1(a)](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}), which is consistent with the previous reports of showing the anti-inflammatory property of bilirubin \[[@B23]\]. Hypertriglyceridemia is well known general aspect of insulin resistance \[[@B24]\]. A significant negative relationship was observed between serum bilirubin and the development of hypertriglyceridemia in our current study. Although serum bilirubin, whether it is total or direct, acts as an indicator of inflammation and insulin resistance in our study, it is unclear why direct bilirubin showed a significant association with the risk of incident MetS.

Recent data have suggested the possible involvement of oxidative stress in the pathogenesis of MetS \[[@B25]\]. Evidence from studies about heme oxygenase (OH) system \[[@B26], [@B27]\] might support the decreased risk of MetS with elevated direct bilirubin. Bilirubin is produced through the action of heme oxygenase (HO), the rate-limiting enzyme in the catabolism of heme \[[@B28]\]. Formation of bilirubin is inhibited by the downregulation of HO activity \[[@B29]\]. Obesity is associated with insulin resistance and the pathogenesis of T2DM and hypertension and contributes to high levels of LDL-C and triglycerides but low HDL-C levels. In turn, that leads to the development of MetS \[[@B30]--[@B32]\]. HDL induces HO-1, and HO-1-mediated decreases in ROS and LDL-C levels were reported in previous diabetes models \[[@B26], [@B33], [@B34]\]. Although we did not measure the HO levels and oxidative stress markers in the present population, our results showed that direct bilirubin levels are the most inversely associated with LDL-C concentration ([Figure 1(b)](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Together with our results showing that DBil concentrations, not total or indirect bilirubin, are negatively correlated with incidence of low HDL, we assumed that direct bilirubin might possess more potential antioxidant properties than the other types of bilirubin. Some studies reported that direct bilirubin is weakly bound to albumin, while indirect bilirubin is strongly bound to albumin \[[@B35]\]; therefore direct bilirubin can be easily separated from albumin and be in active form. Our results show that direct bilirubin concentration was significantly inversely associated with LDL-C levels which might explain the reason why direct bilirubin had a significant inverse relation with MetS. Further studies are needed about the molecular processes underlying effect of direct bilirubin on decreasing the incidence of MetS.

Critically, our results show a positive relationship between serum direct bilirubin and hyperglycemia even though it is not significant. A most recent study found that prediabetes and new-onset diabetes had higher bilirubin levels than subjects with normal fasting glucose, while the bilirubin levels decreased with the prolonged duration of diabetes \[[@B36]\]. Together with the publication showing an inverse association between serum TBil and type 2 diabetes duration \[[@B37]\], it could be explained why our finding is inconsistent with previous cross-sectional study that showed serum bilirubin levels were negatively associated with the development of type 2 diabetes \[[@B23], [@B38], [@B39]\].

There are several limitations of the present study. Firstly, the study analyzed subjects who voluntarily visited a health management center and underwent annual follow-up examination; they might not be representative of the general men population. Secondly, instead of waist circumference, BMI was used in the definition of MetS due to a lack of corresponding data. This lack of data could have led to misestimation of the prevalence of MetS. Thirdly, the number of our population was relatively small, and the follow-up periods were relatively short; therefore statistical power might be limited because of the small number of incident cases. Further long-term follow-up prospective studies of a large sample should be conducted to confirm our findings.

In summary, we found that serum direct bilirubin concentrations were negatively associated with the risk of incident MetS in Chinese men. Additional large and long-term prospective studies are required to establish the role of serum bilirubin in the MetS development.

The authors thank all doctors, nurses, and other staff members of the Health Management Center, Shandong Provincial Hospital affiliated to Shandong University, for their involvement in the project.

Ethical Approval
================

The study was approved by the institutional review board of Shandong Provincial Hospital affiliated to Shandong University.

Conflicts of Interest
=====================

The authors certify that there are no conflicts of interest regarding the publication of this article.

Supplementary Materials {#supplementary-material-1}
=======================

###### 

Separate analysis by smoking status was performed. Association of serum bilirubin levels and risk of MetS incidence has been shown in nonsmoking (Table S1) and smoking subjects (Table S2), separately. Table S1: associations of serum bilirubin levels and risk of MetS incidence in nonsmoking subjects (odds rations and 95% confidence intervals). Table S2: associations of serum bilirubin levels and risk of MetS incidence in smoking subjects (odds rations and 95% confidence intervals).

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

![Levels of WBC (a) and LDL-C (b), based on total bilirubin, direct bilirubin, and indirect bilirubin (^*∗*^*P* \< 0.05).](BMRI2017-9621615.001){#fig1}

###### 

Baseline characteristics of study subjects based on serum total bilirubin quartile categories.

  Variables                                 Bilirubin quartile catagories   *P* for trend                                                        
  ----------------------------------------- ------------------------------- ---------------------- ---------------------- ---------------------- ---------------
  Age (years)                               43.9 ± 12.3                     44.4 ± 12.3            47.0 ± 12.7            47.2 ± 13.2            \<0.0001^*∗*^
  BMI (kg/m^2^)                             25.4 ± 2.6                      25.3 ± 2.9             25.3 ± 2.6             24.9 ± 2.7             0.174
  Systolic BP (mmHg)                        123.6 ± 14.6                    123.2 ± 14.1           124.9 ± 15.8           124.2 ± 14.7           0.5
  Diastolic BP (mmHg)                       73.3 ± 10.5                     73.0 ± 9.8             74.9 ± 11.1            73.5 ± 10.3            0.111
  Current smoking (%)                       35.2                            21.6                   17.1                   18.0                   \<0.0001^*∗*^
  Alcohol drinking (%)                      40.8                            34.9                   39.9                   36.2                   0.316
  Regular exercise (%)                      27.5                            33.4                   37.2                   38.6                   0.013^*∗*^
  FBG (mmol/L)                              5.48 ± 0.71                     5.51 ± 0.81            5.60 ± 0.91            5.67 ± 1.11            0.039
  Total cholesterol (mmol/L)                5.16  (5.04,5.29)               4.97  (4.85,5.09)      5.03  (4.91,5.16)      5.04  (4.92,5.16)      0.06
  TG (mmol/L)                               1.69  (1.56,1.82)               1.45  (1.33,1.57)      1.41  (1.31,1.51)      1.39  (1.30,1.49)      \<0.0001^*∗*^
  HDL (mmol/L)                              1.20  (1.17,1.24)               1.23  (1.20,1.27)      1.25  (1.21,1.29)      1.28  (1.24,1.31)      0.004^*∗*^
  LDL (mmol/L)                              3.38  (3.28,3.48)               3.24  (3.15,3.34)      3.28  (3.18,3.38)      3.30  (3.20,3.39)      0.211
  ALT (U/L)                                 27  (25,28)                     24  (23,26)            23  (22,25)            24  (23,26)            0.014^*∗*^
  AST (U/L)                                 22  (21,23)                     23  (22,23)            22  (22,23)            23  (22,24)            0.568
  GGT (U/L)                                 40  (37,43)                     37  (34,40)            34  (31,36)            33  (30,36)            0.002^*∗*^
  Total bilirubin (*μ*mol/L)                9.98  (4.04,11.74)              13.10  (11.77,14.32)   16.04  (14.33,18.13)   21.18  (18.15,44.86)    
  Direct bilirubin (*μ*mol/L)               1.79  (1.74,1.84)               2.39  (2.35,2.44)      2.89  (2.84,2.94)      3.95  (3.85,4.05)       
  Indrect bilirubin (*μ*mol/L)              7.96  (7.82,8.01)               10.07  (10.62,10.77)   13.22  (13.11,13.32)   18.80  (18.37,19.22)    
  White blood cell count (10^3^ cells/ml)   6.93 ± 1.44                     6.41 ± 1.42            6.29 ± 1.31            6.21 ± 1.32            \<0.0001^*∗*^
  MetS (%)                                  9.6                             11.0                   8.1                    6.3                    0.134

Data are means ± SD or medians (interquartile range) for skewed variables, or proportions for categorical variables. *P* value was calculated by ANOVA or Kruskal-Wallis test for continuous variables and chi-square test for categorical variables. MetS: metabolic syndrome; BP: blood pressure; BMI: body mass index; FBG: fasting plasma glucose, CH: Total cholesterol; TG: triglyceride; TH: total cholesterol; HDL-C: high-density lipoprotein cholesterol; LDL-C: low-density lipoprotein cholesterol; ALT: aspartate aminotransferase; AST: alanine aminotransferase; GGT: gamma-glutamyltransferase. ^*∗*^*P* \< 0.05.

###### 

Associations of serum bilirubin levels and risk of MetS incidence (odds rations and 95% confidence intervals).

                                                   Quartiles of serum bilirubin (mmol/L)   *P* for trend                                               
  ------------------------------------------------ --------------------------------------- ------------------- ------------------- ------------------- ------------
  Total bilirubin                                                                                                                                       
   Rang (*μ*mol/L)                                 ≤11.75                                  11.76--14.30        14.31--18.12        \>18.12              
    MetS cases/total number of each quartile (%)   32/335                                  37/337              27/333              21/334               
   ORs for MetS                                                                                                                                         
   No adjusted                                     1                                       1.20 (0.73--1.98)   0.84 (0.49--1.43)   0.60 (0.34--1.08)   0.09
   Model 1                                         1                                       1.19 (0.73--1.97)   0.81 (0.47--1.39)   0.58 (0.32--1.03)   0.064
   Model 2                                         1                                       1.32 (0.79--2.21)   0.87 (0.50--1.52)   0.61 (0.34--1.12)   0.066
  Direct bilirubin                                                                                                                                      
   Range                                           ≤2.09                                   2.10--2.60          2.61--3.22          \>3.22               
    MetS cases/total number of each quartile (%)   39/335                                  39/348              20/333              19/333               
   ORs for MetS                                                                                                                                         
   No adjusted                                     1                                       0.96 (0.60--1.54)   0.50 (0.29--0.88)   0.46 (0.26--0.81)   0.005^*∗*^
   Model 1                                         1                                       0.95 (0.60--1.53)   0.50 (0.29--0.88)   0.46 (0.26--0.82)   0.006^*∗*^
   Model 2                                         1                                       1.00 (0.61--1.63)   0.57 (0.32--1.02)   0.51 (0.28--0.92)   0.031^*∗*^
  Indirect bilirubin                                                                                                                                    
   Range                                           ≤9.58                                   9.59--11.76         11.77--14.90        \>14.90              
    MetS cases/total number of each quartile (%)   32/337                                  36/334              29/334              20/334               
   ORs for MetS                                                                                                                                         
   No adjusted                                     1                                       1.15 (0.70--1.90)   0.91 (0.54--1.54)   0.61 (0.34--1.09)   0.145
   Model 1                                         1                                       1.13 (0.68--1.86)   0.88 (0.52--1.49)   0.58 (0.32--1.03)   0.108
   Model 2                                         1                                       1.16 (0.69--1.96)   0.92 (0.53--1.58)   0.58 (0.32--1.06)   0.113

Data are expressed as ORs (95% CI). Model 1: adjusted for age; model 2: adjusted further for drinking, smoking, physical activity, CH, and LDL-C. ^*∗*^*P* \< 0.05.

###### 

Associations of serum bilirubin levels and risk of MetS individual components incidence (odds rations and 95% confidence intervals).

                                    Quartiles of serum bilirubin (mmol/L)   *P* for trend                                               
  --------------------------------- --------------------------------------- ------------------- ------------------- ------------------- ---------------
  Total bilirubin                                                                                                                        
   Range                            ≤11.75                                  11.76--14.30        14.31--18.12        \>18.12              
   ORs^a^ for each MetS component                                                                                                        
   Overweight & obesity             1                                       0.80 (0.57--1.12)   0.72 (0.51--1.02)   0.76 (0.54--1.08)   0.267
   High blood pressure              1                                       1.18 (0.81--1.74)   1.10 (0.75--1.62)   1.15 (0.79--1.69)   0.833
   Hypertriglyceridemia             1                                       0.78 (0.54--1.14)   0.69 (0.47--1.01)   0.57 (0.38--0.84)   0.033^*∗*^
   Low HDL cholesterol              1                                       1.04 (0.67--1.62)   0.96 (0.61--1.51)   0.84 (0.53--1.33)   0.808
   Hyperglycemia                    1                                       1.04 (0.70--1.52)   1.09 (0.74--1.60)   1.08 (0.74--1.58)   0.972
  Direct bilirubin                                                                                                                       
   Range                            ≤1.90                                   ≤2.09               2.10--2.60          2.61--3.22           
   ORs^a^ for each MetS component                                                                                                        
   Overweight & obesity             1                                       0.83 (0.59--1.17)   0.87 (0.61--1.24)   0.81 (0.57--1.15)   0.64
   High blood pressure              1                                       1.08 (0.74--1.56)   1.00 (0.68--1.49)   1.21 (0.82--1.77)   0.746
   Hypertriglyceridemia             1                                       0.68 (0.47--0.97)   0.41 (0.28--0.62)   0.48 (0.33--0.72)   \<0.0001^*∗*^
   Low HDL cholesterol              1                                       1.06 (0.68--1.64)   0.85 (0.54--1.34)   0.53 (0.33--0.87)   0.018^*∗*^
   Hyperglycemia                    1                                       1.23 (0.84--1.79)   1.06 (0.71--1.59)   1.48 (1.00--2.18)   0.198
  Indirect bilirubin                                                                                                                     
   Range                            ≤9.58                                   9.59--11.76         11.77--14.90        \>14.90              
   ORs^a^ for each MetS component                                                                                                        
   Overweight & obesity             1                                       0.82 (0.59--1.16)   0.81 (0.57--1.14)   0.75 (0.53--1.06)   0.403
   High blood pressure              1                                       1.14 (0.78--1.67)   1.18 (0.81--1.73)   1.14 (0.78--1.66)   0.846
   Hypertriglyceridemia             1                                       0.84 (0.58--1.23)   0.81 (0.55--1.22)   0.59 (0.40--0.87)   0.045^*∗*^
   Low HDL cholesterol              1                                       0.96 (0.62--1.51)   1.01 (0.65--1.58)   0.85 (0.54--1.35)   0.882
   Hyperglycemia                    1                                       0.82 (0.55--1.20)   1.04 (0.71--1.53)   0.93 (0.63--1.36)   0.611

Data are expressed as ORs (95% CI). ^a^Adjusted for age, drinking, smoking, physical activity, CH, and LDL-C. ^*∗*^*P* \< 0.05.
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